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			Dedication

			For Jorge -

			“The sun shines so brightly on those who’ll never even look up.” 

			Thank you.
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			PART I

			THE SUN

			In a province known as Anastasia, there dwelt a fair princess with gentle, green orbs for eyes and tresses as delicate as silk. Upon the day of her birth, the sun did break through the firmament after many moons of harsh winter, and the townsfolk did proclaim her the Princess of Light.

		

	
		
			Sole e Luna

			The Beginning 1:1-7

			The Sun was a beautiful maiden; her hair was made from threads of the purest gold. Her dewdrop eyes turned smoky in the darkness, and her skin, so hot to a bastard’s touch, was such that only the wisest could embrace her. The Moon was her shadowed reflection, a man with hair as dark as the ashes of a pyre, eyes as black as coal, with winter’s complexion and summer’s warmth, and snowflakes on his lashes. The Sun and Moon were hopelessly in love, but their love could never be. Parallel they stood, arms outstretched, grasping for each other from afar, trying to steal, for just one moment, the faintest touch of skin. The Sun, however, could only admire from a distance, and the Moon could only hope that their paths might cross on dusky, dwindling evenings. Thus they drifted in the cosmos, at the Center of the Universe, awaiting the day when their love could finally bloom. Yet it is foretold, and let all be forewarned, that when the Sun and Moon come together, the First World shall tremble, and the universe shall open up with a godly grace. 

		

	
		
			1

			The Empire

			The Anastasia Province

			29th Day of Winter, Year 362 A.W.

			Afternoon

			Castle Fenix

			I peered off my balcony, watching the residents of Anastasia below. I loved the way they gracefully danced along the city streets, meandering on afternoon strolls while musicians played tunes from the sidelines. The grandeur of the village excited me—the quaint, pillared houses, the crooked street tiles with their faded illustrations of the sun—it was no secret that people-watching was my favorite pastime. In fact, I’d become quite keen on observing the habits of others around town. Every evening, when the world turned a peaceful shade of pink, a horse-drawn carriage rode through the village, driven by fancy coachmen clad in tight velvet robes. I also became familiar with an elderly merchant who ran a market down the street, selling blueish blackberries bigger than my thumbs. He fed the stray animals that stopped by his stall—tabby cats with dangerously thin bodies—and showered them with affection and love. It was people like him who reminded me how beautiful the world was—why I documented it every chance I could. And the sun, I thought, shines so brightly on those who’ll never even look up. 

			I sipped a cup of grape juice while watching the bystanders below, minutes only fragments in my mind. Time seemed to catch its breath, and in those moments of solitude, I was at ease. Just me, the beautiful city of Anastasia, and a painter down the street mixing colors on his palette. I watched as he gently combined a vermillion pigment with linseed oil, stroking his canvas with bits of the bright-red paint. It all seemed unreal—those fleeting feelings of calm, and for a second, I could’ve sworn I was covered in warm rays of light. Of sunshine. Like nothing in the universe could disturb my perfect peace. 

			That was until my mother barged into the room.

			“Chiara!” she sang, her embroidered dress billowing in the wind. 

			I jumped in an unceremonious manner, startled by the sudden disturbance. “Mother, please do knock next time. You scared me half to death.”

			“I beg your pardon.” She sighed, slumping down onto the bed. Her nicely curved hips sank into the plush mattress, and I thought she might drown in the satin.

			For a moment, I imagined her body draped in the golden lace, embracing her like a lover, killing her like a foe, but the image quickly disappeared from my mind. At the same time, her eyes roved my body with a cold and calculated gaze, and she furrowed her brow in disapproval. I thought she had read my mind until the corners of her mouth twitched and formed a wrinkled “O” shape.

			“Look at you!” she cried. “You aren’t even dressed yet! And your hair is a tangled mess! What have you been doing for the past hour?”

			I ran a nervous hand through my hair, but it stopped halfway, caught in a web of brunette knots. “I’m enjoying the nice weather. You know how I love to watch the townsfolk, Mother. Besides, winter will be over soon enough, and then the beautiful spring flowers will bloom and cover the balcony, and…” 

			“Enough of that fairytale nonsense!” she spat. “The Armanis are arriving for dinner tonight, and you’ve just been standing here like a wooden post. You’re the Princess, for Sun’s sake! Princesses don’t concern themselves with the hobbies of the peasants. Now, if you’re not dressed and ready by the time their carriage enters these gates, consider yourself a distant memory. You will not make a fool of me in front of the northern lords.”

			I bowed my head. “Yes, Mother.”

			Carefully, I set down my cup of grape juice and stepped off the balcony, stealing one last glance at the painter below. His canvas was a spectacle of warm reds and yellows, awash in an amber sheen that glistened like ripe honey.

			“Hair brushed, dress on—and it must fall below your knees,” she said, turning on her heel. “I need you to be sparkling by the time they arrive. Oh, and enough of that ‘people-watching’ nonsense. It’s nothing more than a distraction.”

			She swiftly left the room without another word, leaving my mind a whirlwind of thoughts.

			The world suddenly felt like it was spinning at top speed. What would I say? How would I act? What will I wear? There were so many dresses, so many bows, so many earrings, and so little time. A simple glance in the mirror was enough to make me faint. The cloth of my silk nightgown stuck to my skin like warm molasses, and my hair—oh, what a tangled mess it was! I certainly wasn’t prepared for a formal dinner, let alone any public affair. 

			In a flurried panic, I rang my bell—a small, golden teardrop that dangled from my ceiling—to signal my nanny. No more than a minute passed, and Mrs. DeLuca was already outside the door, knocking with gentle obedience. She was a rather stout woman, parading long black hair and expressive eyebrows. With each knock, I imagined her fingers curling into doughy soft lumps, as supple and sweet as the pastries she baked.

			Knock. Knock. Knock.

			“Your Highness? You’re in need of my assistance?” 

			I opened the door and sighed. It skidded across the floor with an ominous creak. “Yes. Please enter. I find myself in a terrible situation.”

			Mrs. DeLuca hobbled her way into my bedchamber, looking at me with curious concern. “Pray, what is the matter, my dear? You appear quite upset.”

			“I know, I know. The Armanis are expected for supper in only a few hours, and I’m dreadfully unprepared! My hair is in disarray, and I’m still in my cursed nightgown. I’ll make an utter spectacle of myself in this condition.”

			She smiled softly and clapped her hands in anticipation. Her plump cheeks swelled to twice their size as she smiled, taking on a faint rosy glow. “Then let us not waste any more time. Worrying won’t do you well, my dear,” she preached.

			Mrs. DeLuca wandered to the heart of my bedchamber and stopped upon reaching my gilded dresser door. It stretched all the way to the ceiling, holding hands with watercolor men who dreamt in painted reveries. I wondered what they thought about—what secrets were hidden behind their pigmented eyes and oily auburn curls. And although they never stirred, I could’ve sworn they woke during the day, whispering matte messages to other men bound by the brush.

			As she opened the mahogany doors of my dresser, I scanned the rows of ball gowns, corsets, day dresses, and formal wear until my eyes landed on the perfect dress: emerald-green embellished with dazzling lace designs. The sleeves were short and trimmed with white cuffs, and the neckline hung fashionably below my collar. Conveniently, it fell below my knees.

			“What about this one?” I asked, holding it over my garments. 

			“That’s lovely, Chiara. May I help you into a chemise, first?”

			I nodded, and she inspected my wardrobe, scanning the rows of undergarments. Finally, she selected a light beige linen night dress, shaped similarly to my gown. 

			“Lift up your arms for me, please.”

			I did as she instructed, and she slipped the covering over my head. The shape of the chemise stretched and shifted to fit my figure, concealing my body in soft fabric.

			Next came the dress. It was smooth and beautifully modest, made of dark green velvet that matched the color of my eyes. Mrs. Deluca helped me step into it, her hands working diligently. Once I was fully dressed, she fastened the buttons at the back and let out a small gasp. “Wow, Chiara, you look gorgeous!”

			I smiled and curtsied, admiring myself in a nearby mirror. “Thank you. I feel gorgeous as well.”

			“Ah, but that hair of yours won’t do. You wouldn’t wish to show up to dinner with a tangled crown, now would you?”

			I looked at myself bashfully and shook my head. While my outfit was one thing, my hair was another, and no amount of styling could disguise my matted curls.

			“Allow me to tidy up your tresses for you, my dear,” she said, wandering to my vanity and pulling out the chair. “Would you like me to arrange your locks in a bun? Or perhaps some ringlets with braids?”

			I took a deep breath and steadily sat down. My mind was still a thunderstorm of thoughts and worries, though Mrs. DeLuca seemed to ease some of that tension. It was the strange effect she had on people. Her words, like wisps of fragmented songs, fluttered softly into my ears, pressing their delicate wings against my skin and burrowing into my thoughts. The perpetual flap, flap of imaginary wings drifted me into a sense of security, tickling my mind with soothing affirmations.

			Eventually, I answered. “Ringlets with braids will suffice.”

			She gave a small nod and began to comb through my tousled hair. It was a long, golden-brown mess of coarse knots that felt like rope, thick and rough on her buttery fingers. She grabbed a loose brush from the side of the vanity and delicately detangled my locks, smiling with each repetitive motion. 

			“So, preparing for supper, you say?” she chirped.

			“Yes. I’m a bit anxious.”

			“Anxious? Don’t be. The Armanis are a respected family.”

			“Respected?” I scoffed. “Yeah, perhaps in my nightmares.”

			The Armanis were known for many things—kindness was not one of them. I’d heard tales of the northern lords with their glittering ice fortresses and onyx cloaks that cast looming shadows in their wake. It was rumored that the men never smiled, their jaw bones permanently frozen in an icy scowl. When they spoke, their teeth were said to clatter and clink against each other like a morbid symphony.

			She sighed, loosening her grip on the brush. “Well, northerners are known for being … colder. But I’m sure everything will turn out all right. What about Marco? He’s the eldest of the Armani children.”

			“Marcoooo,” I groaned, dragging out my syllables like a vexed child. “I’ve heard he’s very hairy. And very old.”

			Mrs. DeLuca grabbed an atomizer bottle from the side of the vanity and added a few spritzes of water to my hair. “He is twenty-three, yes. But you’re a beautiful young lady, and he’s a strong young man.”

			“An old young man,” I reiterated.

			“Oh, twenty-three is not that old, my dear,” she said with a wistful smile, parting my damp hair. “You’re only seventeen. You’d be a perfect match for each other.”

			“Perfect match…” I muttered. “I’d rather drink poison.”

			“Don’t say such things! The Empire could benefit from a marriage like that, you know.” She divided my locks into sections and continued with a soft voice. “Especially now, of all times. Sun only knows what will become of this great realm once the Anti-Venturaists snuff out the candle of our glory.”

			My grimace morphed into a tight-lipped frown. The mention of the Anti-Venturaists left a bitter taste on my tongue, like a lemon I had tried to eat in childhood. I had grown tired of hearing their name—the mass destruction and hysteria they caused throughout the southern provinces. Meanwhile, the Venturaists—those who believed in the Sun Goddess and Moon God—took to the crooked streets, warning others of their rising power.

			“I don’t wish to speak of the Anti-V’s,” I muttered.

			“Someone must. Why do you think the Armanis agreed to travel all this way? For plum pudding pies? The Capital is a far cry from Sforza, I’ll tell you—about a moon cycle away.”

			“I know,” I groaned. “But what do my parents want from them?”

			“An alliance.”

			I let her words hang in the air for a moment. Joining houses meant more troops, more support, and greater power against the enemy—the Anti-Venturaists. It made sense, and I hated that it did because I wanted to complain. I wanted to drive the Armanis out of the Capital until their icy faces shattered. “I suppose you have a point,” I said, groaning again. 

			Mrs. DeLuca continued to divide my hair, weaving the strands in and out of each other. A comfortable silence fell upon us, wrapping around my body like a warm blanket. It was surprisingly calm, just me and her, and the world slowed down, as well as my racing thoughts. I slowly forgot about the Armanis. I forgot about the Anti-Venturaists. I forgot about everything.

			I opened my mouth to speak, my voice barely rising above a whisper. “Mrs. DeLuca?”

			“Yes, Chiara?”

			“What do you think will become of my future?”

			She stopped braiding and gave me a quizzical look. Her expression was soft and delicate, as if a gentle breeze could blow it away. “Your future? I’m no fortune teller, my dear, but you certainly have a fruitful life ahead of you. Marriage, children, becoming the Empress of Viviano and ruling beside a mighty emperor.”

			“Not the answer I hoped for.” I sighed.

			“No, but it’s the realistic one. You’re a Fenix, my dear—the Princess of Light. Embrace it. Be it.” 

			I crossed my legs defiantly. “But what if I desire something more? Something … transformative. Revolutionary.”

			“Such as?”

			“A spiritual awakening of sorts. I want to discover the meaning of life and love. To understand the essence of people and who we truly are.”

			Mrs. DeLuca’s lips curled into a playful smirk. “Oh, Chiara. Even the wisest men grapple with the meaning of life and love. It’s not a lesson one can be taught.”

			I huffed. “But everything has an explanation! What if I just read more books?”

			“I fear it’s much more complex than words on a page. Life is a colorful melting pot of emotions and experiences. The true meaning may forever be a mystery to us.” She continued her meticulous braiding as she spoke. Then something about her changed; her movements became less natural, more calculated, and the previous compassion in her touch was replaced by an odd stiffness. “You know, Chiara, you’re unlike most girls your age. When I was seventeen, all I could think about was cooking, cleaning, and becoming a mother.”

			I wanted to roll my eyes as I thought, This speech again. I had heard it many times before from my mother, my father, my grandparents, and each time was just as irritating as the last. You have the wrong priorities, Chiara. You need to be more like them, Chiara. You’re different from the rest, Chiara. 

			“But,” she continued, “that’s precisely what makes you extraordinary. You might not recognize it now, but you possess a unique power—what my parents refer to as an ‘old soul.’ There’s a certain grace in the way you carry yourself. The way you contemplate. The way you observe. You are truly special.”

			My breath hitched in my throat. For once in my life, I had nothing to say. Her words struck a chord within the deepest chambers of my heart, and for a second, I thought I heard a harp softly strumming in the background. It took her soft hands against mine to realize that the melody was just in my head. There were no deities playing golden strings, no larks singing ethereal tunes, no music—just pin-dropping silence. 

			My half-braided hair, stained in Mrs. DeLuca’s affectionate touches, seemed to exude a warm glow. I noticed the same glow on the skin of my hands as she wrapped them in a tender embrace. “May my words linger with you each time you gaze upon your palms, for your touch spreads nothing but love—both rough and raw from the burdens you carry, yet delicate all the same. Remember the gift you were given on the day of your birth, when they bathed you in tepid water, warmed only by the sun. You, Chiara, Princess of Light, are the essence that fuels the stars and welcomes the darkness. Never forget how special you are, my dear.”

			With a final brush of her hand, she carefully repositioned my shoulders and gazed at me lovingly in the mirror. There was something about her expression that didn’t quite match mine, though I wasn’t sure she noticed. In a weak attempt to smile, my lips curled up into a shape that could be likened to a lizard’s tail, just as fragile and easy to cut off. As I stared for a second longer, I realized that my eyes also appeared a bit lizard-like—thin crevices for pupils, like the sharp edge of a knife, surrounded by champagne pools of flax and gold. For a moment, I wondered if that was really me at all.

			Another hush fell over the room, and a sensation akin to warm syrup coated my lips. It stuck to my words—prevented me from speaking, like an insect caught in a Venus Flytrap. As I parted my lips, the imaginary taste of the sticky sweet treacle consumed me, gluing to the roof of my mouth with fanciful viscosity.

			A few words finally managed to slip past my tongue, dancing awkwardly in the open space. “Thank you, Mrs. DeLuca. That means a lot to me.” 

			She smiled and retracted her hands from my shoulders. “What I expressed was nothing but the truth. You’re a lovely young lady, Chiara. Trust me when I say a wonderful future lies ahead.”

			She gave my palms one last squeeze, and the room fell back into content silence.

			The rest of the styling process was rather monotonous. Mrs. DeLuca braided my hair, and I sat there obediently like the lovely young lady I was. My eyes occasionally darted to the window, observing the world outside, listening to the indistinct chatter of the townsfolk and reveling in the sounds of Anastasia. I heard it all: a young girl giggling with a boy in an alley, a horse’s weary feet clopping on cobbled streets, melodious trumpets resonating across the marketplace. I heard ancient birds and newborn babes, full-grown trees and bristling bramble, singing doves and floating feathers. Each sound painted a mural in my mind, coloring beyond the lines of mundane existence. I could hear the shades of bright coral and sea green, umber and pinewood, accompanied by the joyous laughter of the world’s elements and everything in between. I felt the wind, the water, and the rush of the air with each pleasant noise that kissed my ears. The Empire—life—was beautiful. 

			And then, everything changed. The sounds stopped. The sky darkened. In my mind, a great puff of black smoke swept through the village, painting the statues in soot, burning, destroying, killing—grasping for anything it could touch. Above the clouds, the smoke materialized into an unfamiliar figure—a four-pointed star with a line cutting through the center. I didn’t recognize it at first. But as I recalled past books, past conversations, the realization hit me—it was the mark of an Anti-Venturaist. 

			They were coming. And they were coming fast. 

			“All done!” Mrs. DeLuca’s sing-song voice suddenly snapped me out of my trance, and I wasn’t sure how much time had passed since either of us spoke. My hair was fully done up in elaborate braids, each tied together with elastic ribbons. In a few precise motions, she undid some of the braids, displaying beautifully crafted ringlets that cascaded down my back like a burgundy waterfall.

			“This looks stunning. Thank you, Mrs. DeLuca. Thank you,” I praised.

			Then, the world trembled. My head snapped toward the window, the motion so sharp it felt like my neck might crack. Outside, dozens of gray and black stallions hauled carriages up the rocky, sloped street, waving mighty banners from every direction. The village murmured something that only I could hear, like a plea, a distant cry for help buried beneath the weight of the tension. So cold, it seemed to whisper. Very cold. Too cold. 

			“Look at that,” Mrs. DeLuca remarked. “It appears the snow has finally found the south.”

			My eyes widened at the sight before me. An imaginary, icy fog swallowed the village, leaving snowy footprints on the cobblestone ground.

			The Armanis had arrived in Anastasia. 

		

	
		
			Sole e Luna

			The Beginning 1:8-33 

			The Center of the Universe stood in its divine glory, constantly changing, morphing into whatever form its beholder perceived, a shape-shifting beauty. The Sun stumbled to its domain, trembling and desperate, her hair cascading off her shoulders. She crossed the threshold into its otherworldly energy, and within the void a hot spring appeared. Glowing, golden waters, rising steam that stung her eyes, an endless fog amid the darkness of the cosmos: all coalesced into the union of her soul and her spirit. She cried out to the stream, “Please! Give me what my heart desires! The Moon and his mysterious life-force, his blackened hair and snow-kissed skin. Give me his lips and his fingers, so I can intertwine them with mine, and his simple beauty that complements my everlasting sunshine.”

			The hot spring bubbled and laughed. “Oh child, as you wish. But your wish has a price, I fear. You may hold your lover, so cherished and dear, but your godly soul must become mortal. You will feel your bones breaking, death will course through your veins. Your skin, so simple. Your hair, so plain. Are you sure this is what you wish?”

			The Sun nodded without hesitation. “Yes, oh yes! Do whatever you can. Turn me into a mortal woman. Take my very soul. As long as I can be with my beloved.”

			The hot spring simmered in acceptance and beckoned the Sun closer, ever closer, to its edge. She sat beside the jagged rocks and stared down at its waters. The golden substance looked sparkly in a certain light.

			“Drink, child, and you shall become mortal.”

			She scooped the glistening substance and licked it off her hands, the heat searing her porcelain skin.

			“May the Sun Goddess live vicariously through you until the end of time.” It spoke slowly. “May you find your lover in the darkest of nights, forever intertwining your fates. May death course through your human veins on the day you become whole. May you now breathe the air of the First World.”

		

	
		
			2

			The Dinner

			The Anastasia Province

			29th Day of Winter, Year 362 A.W.

			Evening

			Castle Fenix

			The gray stallions came to a stop outside the castle, and the Armanis poured out of the carriages like a dark cloud spilling over the sky. Among them were seven black-haired lords. Arturo, Orsino, Luigino, and Vittorino made up the first four—teenage boys who puffed out their underdeveloped chests, flaunting as if they had corded muscle, each trying to assert dominance over the others despite their boyish statures. Marco stood between them, posing like an iron statue, his muscles rippling beneath his cloak. He wasn’t as hairy as I had expected, but the beginnings of a scraggly black beard framed his chiseled chin, unkempt and curly around the edges. Enzo, his father, and Ezio, his grandfather, the Lord of Sforza, stood taller than everyone else, their sinewy arms crossed over their broad chests, exuding an air of power. Their presence carried a mind-numbing cold, far colder than anything I had ever felt. 

			Along with the seven lords stood two snobbish ladies who wore their hair in intricate updos—Isabel and Giada, the Ladies of Sforza. Their sharp cheekbones sank into their scrawny faces, and their skin was tinged with a sickly shade of oyster gray. They walked on pointed feet, tiptoeing across the front garden with gray fur coats draped over their shoulders. I shivered instinctively, wrapping my arms around my chest.

			Father approached the northern lords. His nimble, jeweled fingers jingled with golden charms, and a gilded crown rested atop his head, reflecting the dim sunlight.

			The Armanis bowed low before him. Father waved them off with a flick of his hand, the soft rattle of his jewelry accompanying his shout. “Rise, rise!”

			Ezio’s head lifted cautiously. But when he saw Father’s smiling face, he straightened his back with a pop, and the chain of Sforzians beside him followed his lead. “Your Majesty,” he addressed. 

			Father strode beside him, eyeing him like a curious hawk, his translucent golden cloak fluttering in the afternoon breeze. I watched from a safe distance, standing beside my mother, who wore a tight, insincere smile. After a moment of tense silence, Father’s lips parted, and words came spilling out. “No pajama pants today, my Lord?” he asked with a hearty laugh.

			A low chuckle rang among the two men—a deep, jarring sound that throbbed painfully in my ears. Mother shot him a dirty glare, unamused by the joke. 

			“Not today, Your Majesty, and certainly not tomorrow,” Ezio quipped, and they laughed again. When he laughed, his smile didn’t reach his eyes—an icy, listless shade of blue. 

			My father might’ve been a damn fool, but he sure knew how to please people. 

			The Emperor—my father—was the most powerful man in the realm. He had been thrust into that position nearly two winters ago when my grandfather fell ill and passed away in his sleep. Since then, he had ruled the Empire with a heavy crown on his head and even heavier burdens to bear. But all he had to do was put on a song and dance for the townsfolk, flash a few charismatic smiles, and hand out some gold, and the people respected him. I never really knew my father, but I understood how he joked—how he performed. The throne was his stage, and he played the part well. He rattled his glittering jewelry, painted his face all sorts of colors, and towered over the world with a miraculous grin. But the black smoke was growing, polluting the air, and he couldn’t keep it out forever. He couldn’t defend us from the Anti-Venturaists, and neither could the Armanis.

			Father approached Giada next. “Lady Giada,” he said, beaming. “Welcome to Anastasia.”

			The woman’s mouth twisted into a wry, imperceptible smile, her gray lips puckering as if she had just tasted a grapefruit. “Thank you, Your Majesty.”

			He gave her a quick hug before moving down the line to introduce himself to the other Armanis.

			On the left side of the line, Marco stood tall and rigid, like a slab of stone. His younger brothers, Luigino and Vittorino, exchanged playful jabs, and Marco split them apart with a scowl. The boys huffed in defiance, cheeks puffed out pathetically, muttering inaudible swears under their breath. When Marco wasn’t looking, they went right back to jabbing, poking, and punching wherever they could, their arms like wet noodles slapping against each other in a pot of boiling water. 

			Father approached Enzo, talking his ear off about Anastasian gardens and sun tapestries and gold—whatever came to mind. Then he ushered Mother and me over to meet him. I gave a shy wave and muttered a quiet “hi” before he went right back to blabbering about this and that.

			“Alright, my love,” said Mother finally, hovering behind him. “I’m sure the Armanis are very tired after their journey. Shall we show them to their chambers?”

			His face brightened, and he laughed as if she had just told him a hilarious joke. “Yes, oh yes! Right this way, my Lords. Beautiful golden chambers await you. Come, come!” 

			The Armanis followed my father into the castle, the sound of their dress shoes clicking sharply against the tiled floors. Isabel and Giada muttered to each other in low whispers as they walked, their words slithering through the air like a silver snake. Meanwhile, Marco and his brothers marched with their heads held high, strutting with an assertive confidence that made the halls seem dull in comparison. Sforzians, I thought. Are they always this serious?

			Then they disappeared into the heart of the castle, slipping behind marble columns and fading into the faraway darkness.

			[image: ]

			I stepped into the dimly lit dining hall and took a seat. Marco sat across from me, his sharp eyes stabbing into my soul with icy conviction. Mother and Isabel sat beside me, and Marco’s unruly brothers were scattered around the table, sparring with each other with the golden dinner knives. At either end, Father and Ezio sat in silence.

			A few servants came to fill up our glasses. They poured red wine into clear, obtuse cups, and the Armani women snickered in delight. One of the servants laid out baskets of bread and butter, along with a small dish of olive oil in a petite sauce plate. I grabbed a white roll and stewed, picking at the hot loaf with my fingernails.

			“Thank you for inviting us into your home,” Isabel began. “Things are very different in Sforza, as you know.”

			Mother smiled politely. “Yes, here in the southern provinces, you’ll find that everything is much … warmer.” She chuckled. “Speaking of, I hope this winter hasn’t been too bleak for you.”

			Giada croaked. “Why sweetheart, our winters are bleak every year. That’s what the north will do to you.” A cacophony of feigned laughter erupted around the table.

			“Yeah, we got some bad snowstorms this year. Couldn’t even leave our fortress for days,” Enzo added.

			“Well, certainly not in this province, indeed!” Father jibed. The Armanis laughed again.

			I didn’t know much about Sforza, only that it was in the north. Mrs. DeLuca often spun warped tales of wind sprites and snow monsters—stocky beasts that resided in mountaintops so cold my veins could freeze. I used to have nightmares about the pinching frost, the dry, pale forests, and furry creatures that clawed at my chest with their icy fingers. But those were just stories, nothing more. 

			The adults rattled on about the weather for a while, complaining about Anastasia’s heat and Sforza’s cold. I could already smell the tipsiness on their tongues as they downed their first glass of wine. I pretended to listen, taking careful sips from my own goblet. The red wine traveled sluggishly down my throat, and I fought the urge to gag.

			Across the table, Marco’s icy blue eyes locked onto mine. He scrutinized my every feature, like a merchant appraising gold. I swirled my goblet nervously, watching the red liquid swish and churn in spellbinding circles, anything to escape his cold, bitter gaze. 

			We sat in pensive silence for a few moments. I studied his expression, his bushy black eyebrows furrowing with each thought and his thin lips pursing whenever he took a sip of wine. He intimidated me in a way no one else ever had.

			Throughout the years, I had grown used to people smiling at me on the streets, flashing their manila-colored teeth to match their manila personalities, like polished marble paste molded into human form. They threw flower petals at my feet, danced around me in frilly dresses, and kissed the very ground I walked on. But not Marco—or any of the Armanis, for that matter. They didn’t seem to care that they were in the presence of a princess or that they were breaking bread with the most powerful people in the Empire. I wasn’t sure what, if anything, they cared about.

			A faint clink, clink broke me out of my thoughts. At the other end of the table, Marco’s brothers, Luigino and Orsino, were fighting each other with golden utensils. The metal screeched and clanked obnoxiously as they deflected their blows, their movements resembling a clumsy swordfight. I took another sip of wine, closed my eyes, and envisioned two soldiers fighting fiercely on a distant battlefield.

			A few servants rounded the corner of the hall. They balanced big metal trays in their hands and gingerly set them down in front of us, steam still rising from within.

			“Dinner is served! Please enjoy,” remarked one of the servants, a smile plastered on his face. They unveiled the cover of the trays, and the Armanis oohed and aahed at the sight. “Here we have roasted venison loin covered in sweet raspberry sauce, accompanied by steamed vegetables.” 

			“Thank you very much. It looks delightful,” praised Giada, and the rest of the table crooned in agreement. 

			“Let’s eat!” Father cheered. The Armanis smiled and immediately dug in, stabbing golden forks into the meat. Marco was more hesitant, slowly working his knife through the venison with deliberate cuts. He glanced my way for a split second, observing me in silence, furrowing his brow once, then twice. Suddenly, he set down his fork, and his mouth twitched erratically.

			“Princess Chiara,” he barked.

			I nearly choked on my food. Marco is actually speaking to me, I thought.

			“Why do they call you the Princess of Light?”

			My voice caught in my throat, as dry as a wilted flower. I took a sip of wine to wash away the unpleasant feeling. “I was born on the first day of spring. They say the sun emerged from behind the clouds for the first time in many moons.”

			“Did it?” he asked, his voice harsh and husky. “Do you know what they call me in the north? Icebane. I can kill a wolf with my bare hands,” he bragged. “I can take down a pretty girl like you. I’d like to see you trembling beneath me.”

			This time, I really did choke. Red wine sputtered from my mouth, splattering onto the table and sending a sharp burning sensation up my throat and into my nose.

			“Oh, pardon me,” he said with a smirk. “Perhaps we should continue this conversation in your bedchamber tonight. Are you a virgin? You appear … virgin-like. How old are you, anyway?”

			The casual way he asked his vulgar questions made me recoil in shock. His words made me feel small and vulnerable, and I wanted to disappear. “Seventeen,” I muttered, my voice quivering with nerves. 

			He stopped to think, the wrinkle in his brow deepening. “Your 18th name-day is coming soon, yes? The first day of spring.”

			I nodded. 

			“Ah, how nice. You still have a pure heart. Perhaps I’ll pay you a visit one of these nights when your parents are asleep. We’ll leave the windows open so the whole village can watch you become a woman.”

			My heart dropped to my stomach. I suddenly felt ill—violently ill, like I could retch at any moment. Goosebumps rose on my skin, my stomach churned, and I felt like running somewhere far away, but I remained silent. It was as if he could smell my fear. Neither my parents nor the Armanis paid any attention to our conversation, chatting over venison and red wine as Marco’s brothers sparred with the utensils. I had lost my appetite.

			We didn’t speak for a while, and the atmosphere suffocated me. I ate another piece of venison, though it tasted bland—almost bitter. Marco didn’t look my way, and I didn’t look his. His words crawled through my mind like a small bug with sixteen spindly legs. “We’ll leave the windows open so the whole village can watch you become a woman.” The thought made me feel sick. Then I thought about my approaching 18th name-day, and the Cleansing Ceremony that would follow. It marked a turning point in a young girl’s life—erasure of all sins and submission to the Sun Goddess and Moon God.

			It was as if Marco had read my thoughts. “Have you been cleansed yet?” he asked.

			I shook my head.

			“Forgive me. I’ve never quite grown accustomed to Neo-Venturaist traditions. We Paradisiacal Venturaists in the north do things a bit differently. Tell me where the ceremony is taking place.”

			“The Sun Temple,” I muttered.

			“I see. I bet it must feel lovely to have your sins washed away,” he said strangely. “And then you’ll be an untouched girl.” 

			I mulled over his words and stabbed my knife into the slab of meat. 

			The conversation abruptly ended after that, and we ate the rest of our food in silence. 

			Dinner dragged on painfully for another half hour. The adults’ wine glasses were nearly empty as were their plates of venison. I took my last bite and wiped my mouth with a napkin, cleaning the sweet berry sauce from my lips.

			“I must say, that was truly delicious,” Enzo said as he belched.

			Father smiled and clapped his hands. “It’s our pleasure. I trust you have room for dessert.”

			“Oh, dessert. Indeed. I’ll see if I can manage.”

			A few more servants rounded the corner. They collected our empty dishes and replaced them with new ones—trimmed porcelain plates covered in black illustrations.

			“For dessert, we have a spongy chocolate cake drizzled with golden honey and almonds. Please enjoy,” said a male servant.

			The Armanis expressed their gratitude once more and bid the servants farewell. I dug my fork into the cake, glad that this engagement was almost over. The chocolate had a rich flavor, and the honey was sweet, but I couldn’t ignore the bitterness that lingered in my mouth.

			Suddenly, the room fell quiet. The adults’ conversation faded, leaving only the sound of our cutlery clinking softly against our plates. Then Father cleared his throat, and the shift in the atmosphere became palpable. 

			“Attention everyone. While this dinner has been delightful, I’m sure you are all aware that we invited you here for a different purpose.” He motioned toward the Armanis. “My Lords, my Ladies, by now, you should all be aware of the ever-growing tensions in our empire—tensions that won’t go away on their own. The Anti-Venturaists have invaded Ambrosio. They will continue to march on our soil until our great houses have fallen, and Venturaism is erased from Viviano. They plan to divide us in any way they can, and they will stop at nothing. The Gods cannot save us from their violent wrath, and I will not buckle or yield. That being said,” he stopped to take a breath, “we propose a marriage.”

			My world came crashing down in the blink of an eye.

			“A marriage?” Ezio probed.

			“Yes, a marriage. You have a great army and many supporters in the north. If we join our Houses, we can stand united against the Anti-Venturaists and send those sacrilegious bastards right into the dirt where they belong.”

			Ezio nodded thoughtfully. “You make a bold proposal, Your Majesty. I assure you; my grandson Marco is a very capable man. He is well-suited for your daughter. But what will become of House Armani?”

			“Marco will be named heir to the throne—future Emperor of Viviano—while Chiara will rule as Empress by his side. Your second eldest, Arturo, shall be named the future Lord of Sforza. You have my word, Lord Ezio.”

			Ezio tapped his chin, stroking the strands of his gray beard with his fingers. “Very well, then. We shall join our Houses, and Marco will wed Chiara. From this day forward, House Armani will stand by House Fenix through thick and thin, through war and peace, so that our great empire may thrive once more!”

			I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t know what to think. Me, married? The idea felt utterly crazy. Not to mention that my future husband was sitting right across the table. I hadn’t known Marco for long, but he sent shivers down my spine and made insects crawl around my head. His words—his threats—terrified me to my core, unsettling me. But I knew I couldn’t object to the marriage; that much was clear.

			I glanced at Marco one last time and studied his smug expression. My future husband—a northern lord and a complete stranger. Marrying him seemed like a nightmare.

			Empress Chiara, I thought, and the title sounded foreign in my mind.

			[image: ]

			I tossed and turned in my bed all night. The moon poked through my window with a sliver of faint warmth, but its beauty didn’t comfort me. Marco’s vulgar words replayed in my mind, taunting me, teasing me, so I hid under the covers with my door locked tight.

			Life felt so strange. 

			In my fit of unrest, an idea suddenly came to mind, and I decided to give up on sleeping altogether.

			I carefully crept out of bed, taking quiet steps. Then, I approached my bookshelf and picked up the Sole e Luna, its worn cover glowing with the mark of an ancient sigil. It felt heavy in my hands—not physically but spiritually, almost as if I were carrying the burdens it held.

			Slowly, I placed the sacred book on my vanity and lit a candle, watching the flame dance to its own rhythm. I wasn’t sure why I felt compelled to read it in the dead of night—perhaps to cleanse my aching soul. Whatever the reason, I started from the very beginning, tracing my finger along every familiar word.

			“The Sun was a beautiful maiden; her hair was made from threads of the purest gold. Her dewdrop eyes turned smoky in the darkness, and her skin, so hot to a bastard’s touch, was such that only the wisest could embrace her.”

			I had memorized the words in every section and recited them so many times that I could preach them in my sleep. The Sole e Luna was the most sacred text in all the kingdom—the backbone of Venturaism. It was the oldest book I owned, though I still had yet to uncover its mysteries, to hear the sweet songs of every weathered page, to taste its energy on my tongue like a passionate lover’s kiss. I knew that something was preventing me from truly feeling the energy the book exuded, but every time I tried to figure it out, my mind felt like it was running through quicksand.

			“The Moon was her shadowed reflection, a man with hair as dark as the ashes of a pyre, eyes as black as coal, with winter’s complexion and summer’s warmth, and snowflakes on his lashes.”

			My eyes grew heavy with each passing moment, and before I knew it, I was fast asleep. With my head nestled in the crook of the Sole e Luna, I dozed off into a peaceful slumber.

			Marco didn’t pay me a visit.

		

	
		
			Sole e Luna

			The Beginning 1:34-42

			Lying on the ground, skin pressed against soil, and feet sinking in the grass, the Sun awoke as golden water dripped down her face in sparkling rivulets. Her sweat carried the scent of sweet nectar, like the spoils of bees on a warm spring day, and honey-blonde hair fell down her bare back, tracing her spine with lush locks. But her bones, her blood, so new and so human, built the fragile foundation of her anatomy. She could feel her skin pruning, and her hands, etched with scars, throbbed in a painful crescendo. She was an immortal turned mortal, a goddess turned human, a woman turned delicate girl. 

			A pair of orange phoenix wings burst from her back, tearing through muscle and flesh. But the girl did not fly, for the wings were not real, and she had only imagined their beauty. Oh, how she longed to fly, to travel the world and touch the clouds. But first, she had to learn how to walk on human feet. 
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			The Village

			The Anastasia Province 

			32nd Day of Winter, Year 362 A.W.

			Morning

			Anastasia Village

			Anastasia Village looked beautiful in the soft pink glow of the morning. I enjoyed the scenery, the music, and the townsfolk dancing for gold and bits of bread in their hand-me-down shoes. It was cheerful and full of life, colorful and rich, as the smiling sun beat down on every building and every tree. Purple plants sang whimsical tunes, skinny men ate pitted prunes, and carriages clattered up and down the crooked cobblestone streets.

			A translucent golden dress brushed against my feet as I walked through the marketplace, fluttering just above my ankles. It wasn’t long before I felt a pair of eyes tracing the curves of my body, lingering on the space between my legs and my bare, sun-kissed shoulders. I crossed my arms over my chest, but the eyes didn’t stop staring—Marco didn’t stop staring. He strode beside me, wrapped in a gray cloak, his hair slicked back with slimy oil. I had decided to get to know him better, considering our upcoming marriage, and what better way to do so than by wandering through the village streets together? But the longer he stared, the more I began to regret my decision. 

			We walked side by side in silence, his eyes hungrily roaming my body. I avoided his icy gaze as best I could, focusing instead on the sounds of the village.

			I heard music and saw poetry in every man, woman, and child: girls with their hair in twisted braids, boys with soil on their fingers, women who loved the world simply for the sake of it—it was raw life. A terrain of passion and calamity. A world of songbirds and silence. A realm of sun and moon. I observed the people and how they talked; why they talked, whether it was about politics or friendship or some other news, each conversation like a relic to my virgin ears. The mothers folded laundry, and the fathers chopped wood, and the children ran free to catch insects in shrub-strewn parks.

			I paid particular attention to one little boy skipping down the street. He had calloused hands and two chips in his front teeth, giving him a silly, crooked smile. A circlet of golden leaves rested loosely atop his head and he wore it proudly, like a king. A little girl walked up to him, grinning, clad in a tattered apron dress that looked more like rags than a garment. I tried to catch snippets of their conversation, but I couldn’t hear much above the bustle of the town. The girl giggled as the boy gently removed his crown and placed it on her fair-haired head. Then he bowed and kissed the top of her hand, leaving her cheeks a crimson mess. 

			Anastasia truly was beautiful.

			Marco and I wandered through the marketplace for a while. Despite his persistent gaze, my mind began to feel oddly at ease. The world was comforting—rough and beautiful beneath my aching feet. Speckled birds performed lovely ballads in the treetops. We strolled past buildings with stained-glass windows that reflected the sunlight in shades of cobalt and marbled beige, merchants selling puff pastries and cold milk, copper cats scavenging for scraps, glistening fountains brimming with gold coins, and old stone statues towering above it all.

			Suddenly, a cold voice broke my concentration. “Chiara,” Marco snarled, without a hint of charisma. When he spoke, the grandeur of the village seemed to fade into a monochromatic fuzz. “That dress is distracting me.”

			The mesh fabric fluttered in the breeze, rising above the skin of my thighs. “Then perhaps you should look elsewhere. The village is beautiful,” I said, a biting edge in my voice.

			Another tense silence passed between us. His eyes darted to my hips, then to my shoulders, my neck, and back to my hips again. I shrank, smaller and smaller under his gaze.

			“Did you sleep well last night?” he asked.

			“I slept fine.”

			He hummed thoughtfully. “Good. Perhaps tonight you’ll leave your door unlocked.”

			My mouth went dry and so did my words. A bitter taste I knew all too well, like fermented grapes, crept onto my tongue. I didn’t respond. I swallowed my disgust and kept walking. His words were just words.

			“We are to be wed soon,” he continued. “A husband and wife should get to know each other, should they not?”

			I gritted my teeth. “Yes, which is why I invited you to join me on this walk through the village.”

			“Oh, is that what this is? I figured a lady like you would prefer a candlelit meeting. Something a bit more … private, if you know what I mean.”

			“I actually enjoy spending time outdoors,” I said, a hint of mockery in my voice. “But I know you can’t relate, with all the snow you get up north.”

			“A bit of snow doesn’t bother me,” he scoffed. “I’ve trekked through the northern mountains on my bare feet. I’ve killed a wolf with nothing but an icicle.” He puffed out his chest as if to prove his point, standing an inch taller than before, though his voice carried undertones of an uncertain trembling.

			“And who has told tales of these accomplishments?”

			He sputtered like a kettle over hot coals, furrowing the bushy black caterpillars above his eyes. “I can tell my own tales. I don’t need a bard warping words at his desk like they’re some sort of elastic ribbon.”

			“Every great man has a story told about him though. Tales of triumph. Ballads of victory. Epic legends and passionate poetry for generations to come. You must have one too.”

			His blue eyes flickered to white as they rolled to the back of his head, returning with a touch of icy vehemence. “Every great man has only ever done one thing: win. A story cannot bring you back from the dead.”

			I shook my head. “Perhaps not, but a story can keep you alive longer than any man.”

			He made a small “tsk” sound with his tongue—a snake-like hiss that slithered into my ears. “What are you trying to tell me? Your philosophy? Your entire damn world view? Please don’t exhaust me this early in the morning.”

			“Fine,” I sighed. “I apologize.”

			And just like that, I gave up on trying to converse with him.

			Our feet moved in synchrony across the cobblestone tiles as we settled into yet another silence. With each step, the thoughts I had desperately tried to keep at bay began to slip through the cracks of my mind, oozing, dripping, slowly, slowly—I don’t want to marry Marco. No—I hate Marco. I hated the way he spoke to me, like I was a game, a prize, a golden coin jingling in someone’s pocket. Every time he opened his mouth, a distant voice told me to run, but there was nowhere to escape. I was caught between my desire to uncover the secrets of life, to discover who I was as a person, and the marriage that now bound me to the realm. But I was splitting apart, right down the middle, and I couldn’t stay in one piece for much longer. I was starting to break.

			From the corner of my eye, I saw Marco’s hand twitch at his stomach. He crinkled his nose in displeasure and sniffed the air like a hungry hound. “I’m starving,” he growled. “Surely there’s food around here somewhere.”

			“Oh, yes,” I stuttered. “Perhaps we should look around. There are some merchants who sell fine food and wine.” 

			He nodded tersely, and we began our search.

			Crowded stalls and curious pedestrians flitted in and out of view as we walked through the marketplace until we eventually came upon a quaint fruit stall. It was a humble shop surrounded by vines, run by a sweet foreign man with wrinkled cheeks—the same man who fed breadcrumbs to stray cats and sold plump, bluish-black blackberries.

			His face instantly brightened when he saw us, like the first bonfire lighting up the sky on Phoenix Night. “Oh, Wey-layt, Wey-layt, My Princess!” he sang in a thick Tanzian accent. “Princess of Light, you are shining! Golden beauty! And who is this gentleman here?”

			I cleared my throat. “This is Marco Armani of Sforza.”

			“Ah, Lord Armani! Lord Armani! Wey-layt, Lord Armani! You like it in the Capital?”

			Before Marco could respond with a snarky comment, I answered for him. “Yes, he’s finding everything just fine.”

			“Very good, very good. Come, come! Fresh fruits for the princess and the lord. Only the freshest fruits here.”

			The man pointed to a large assortment of various goods packed into wooden crates. “Blackberries, oranges, bananas, fava beans, beets… whatever you want, I have! Cheap and fresh, I tell you. Cheap and fresh.” He stepped aside to show us more options, wildly gesticulating as he described each one. “Carrots, cabbages, pomegranates, peaches, apples… all wonderful choices! All cheap and fresh.”

			He continued like this, pointing his crooked fingers at different fruits, seeds, and vegetables. Some appeared tartly sweet and ripe while others were yellow, pink-cheeked with fuzz like that of a newborn babe. The aromas of the fresh goods, mixed with hints of pine wood and cardamom, lingered in the air. 

			Marco rummaged through his pockets, clutching a handful of bronze nuggets that glinted in the sunlight. “One pomegranate.”

			A satisfied smile crept onto the man’s face, accentuating his fine wrinkles. “One pomegranate! The lord asks, and the lord shall receive!” He reached into a wooden basket, grasping a round, red fruit with a frayed tip. “Two bronze nuggets, Milord.”

			The full-grown pomegranate glistened in his tapered hand, bulging with memories of my childhood, ripe, colorful, staining his tan fingers into what looked like a pinkish sunburn. It brought me back to a time years ago, sitting on the grass in my garden, eating a pomegranate, kicking at anthills and watching the thousands of ants pour out from under the key-hole shaped opening, like tons of small pepper flakes gently sifting across the ground. My hands were stained with red juice, and so was my face. When I pressed a sticky finger to the soil, the pepper-like ants whizzed and whirled near my skin, extending their tube-like mouths to taste the sweet remnants of fruit. They tickled, but I didn’t pull away. The ants ran up my small finger, pinching and tasting curiously at the sticky residue. They swarmed, consumed, swarmed, consumed, biting, stinging, nibbling, until my skin was licked clean. Tiny pink bumps remained in their wake, and they itched for days, but I didn’t mind. I was one with the ants, the world, the pomegranate. And as I sat on the grass, covered in insect bites and pomegranate juice, I cracked a tiny half-smile.

			Marco paid the man, grimacing at the sight of his grimy hands, and received a plump pomegranate in his own, tender, clean ones. “How am I supposed to eat this?”

			The man gestured to the tough, outer rinds. “Break, break,” he said. “Seeds are inside.”

			Marco jammed his thumb into a crack at the top and separated it forcefully. The fruit split in half, and the crimson red seeds came pouring out like rubies. They stained his fingertips with their blood-like juices, dripping down his wrist, dirtying his hands. He scowled and fumbled with the pomegranate as if it were a hot coal. 

			“Eat, eat! Seeds are tart.”

			Tentatively, he scooped up the seeds with his fingers and brought them to his mouth. I watched eagerly as his tongue licked the red juice, and he bit into the seeds with a crunch. 

			Just as he took his first bite, he spit it out, projecting red spittle and crushed skins onto the ground. The chewed seeds scattered across the cobblestone like flecks of neon fire peppering an ashy stone wall. 

			“That’s completely repulsive!” Marco cried, clawing his tongue. Red juices dribbled down his chin as he spoke. “You’ve cheated me out of two bronze nuggets! I’ll have your shop torn down this instant! This instant!”

			Like a dog infested with fleas, he itched and scratched at his mouth to rid himself of the bitter taste. A few curious spectators glanced our way, and I felt myself shrink, smaller and smaller. Then, my childhood memory of the pomegranate slowly faded, and I realized I no longer remembered where in the garden I had been sitting or what dress I had worn that day.

			The man frowned. “You don’t like it?”

			“Don’t like it?” Marco seethed. “I hate it! You tried to poison me with that damn thing, I tell you!”

			“No, no!” the shopkeeper said frantically, waving his hand. “I don’t mean to poison. I only mean to sell fruits. If the lord does not like it, I will give him a new fruit…”

			“I don’t want any more of your cursed fruits! I want my bronze nuggets back, and this shop torn down at once!”

			A small crowd had gathered. The women whispered and sneered in their tattered dresses, some laughing, others pointing, and the old man trembled like a leaf in a thunderstorm as the voices grew louder. I stood in the center of it all—a statue of cowardice. Gardens, pomegranates, anthills… I couldn’t remember anything. I wanted to disappear.

			Marco’s harsh voice boomed across the marketplace. The man tried to calm him down, waving apologetically. Blood-red juice separated them, like a line between life and death, black and white, moral and immoral. Their words scraped against each other, igniting the air, sending sparks flying. I buckled and shook beneath the tension.

			“I’m so sorry, Milord. I’m so very sorry. I thought you would like my fruit.”

			“And now you’re crying. This is ridiculous! To think I wasted my time and allowance on some poor merchant.”

			“I’m sorry. I’m very sorry.”

			“You better be, or else I’ll tell my grandfather about the atrocities that took place here.”

			Then suddenly, everything stopped.

			A loud cacophony erupted, like wolves howling on the horizon. It punctured the sky with deafening violence, sending nearby birds fluttering away in fear. What started as a low rumble grew to an earsplitting ring that sent shockwaves echoing through every building. The crowd quickly dispersed, and in the distance, shrouded in voluminous black cloaks, a cluster of men began their march. Beneath their eyes lay the scars of ancient runes, blackened and bloodstained—a four-pointed star with a line through the center.

			The mark of the Anti-Venturaists.

			A whiff of smoke pierced my nose. Moments later, a distant stall went up in flames. Screams resounded through the marketplace, and chaos ensued. For the first time, I felt the world tremble.

			The cloaked men paraded around town atop their mighty stallions, spouting threats, brandishing torches, and holding up copies of the Sole e Luna. Each copy was charred to a crisp, its pages destroyed, covered in black smoke, as they callously and maliciously set the sacred text on fire.

			“Death to the Moon God! Death to the Sun! Death to their children, we’ll hang one-by-one!” they chanted.

			I gawked at the macabre display, the pomegranates long forgotten. Men and women raced past, their figures blurring around Marco and me. Baskets and bread scattered across the cobblestone as footsteps pounded against it. The Anti-Venturaists drew closer with every breath.

			The villagers screamed, “Run! Run for your lives!”

			I couldn’t move. Even as wooden crates and plants caught fire, my feet stayed glued to the ground. Fear gripped me with a tight fist. My thoughts ran wild. Pomegranates. Anthills. Golden leaves. Blood. Pomegranates. Fire. Gardens. Blood. Pomegranates. Fire. Gardens. Home. Home. I needed to go home.

			“We are the gods of the Second World!” a cultist shouted. “Kilid will save us all! Oh, do not yield to the Sun and Moon, such sinners at their core, blinded by love. Convert to Kilidism and save your precious future!” His voice sounded like a sizzling blue flame dancing atop pinewood, glowing beneath a blackened sky of clouds and stars. 

			Amid their incessant chanting, one of the men locked eyes with me. Every nerve in my body told me to look away, yet I couldn’t. I
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